


While the Yoshida family and 
pets were unscathed, her hometo\\n 
was not. Toxic nuclear waste from a 
nearby nuclear power plant that hau 
been severely damaged poisoned the 
air and water. The smell of hwnan 
decay was palpable. Houses were 
swept out to sea. Yoshida said when 
her mom went to a nearby city for 
help, several people shunned her as 
they feared they would be exposed to 
radiation. 

Yoshida's mother urged her to 
seek support not for the family, but 
for her city. Heeding her mother's 
call, she sent Bradley a text message 
which implored, "'Please help me 
help my country. You will help·me, 
right?"' 

Rotarians live by the club's motto, 
"Service Above Sel£' Thle to that 
mission, Bradley said, "My immedi­
ate response was 'yes: Wakana's fu.m­
ily is our family. When devastation 
happens and people need us, Rotar­
ians are there." 

In addition to launching a Japa­
nese relief fund, Bradley and other 
Rotarians assembled a care pack­
age of necessities for the Yoshidas, 
including beef jerky for Mr. Yoshida 
and pet food for the family's cats. 

At a local Rotacy meeting h<med 
at NorthStone Countcy Chili, an e­
mail from Mrs. Yoshida was read 
aloud before the customary "Pass 
the Hat for Health and Happiness" 
portion of the event. The commu­
nication poignantly and plainly il­
lustrated the earthquake's lethal de­
struction. 

'We raised $600. Menlhers were 
throwing in 50- and Ioo-dollar bills," 
recal1s Rotarian Chris Jones, past 
president of the club and District 
7680 Governor for 2012-13. "Waka­
na's parents do not want the money. 
Rather, they said to give it to some­
one in Japan who really needs it" 

The Rotacy aub went on to raise 
several thousand dollars for the relief 
fund 

Students at North Mecklenburg 
High School quickly united for Yo­
shida, too. Host family sister Mi­
chele, a senior, showed the e-mail 
from Mrs. Yoshida to her school ad­
visor. Moved by the seHless plea for 
help, school officia1s granted special 
permission to immediately launch a 
school-wide fundraiser. 

"Wakana appeared in a television 
announcement that aired on the 
school's VUcing News Netwark. She 
spoke in Japanese. English subtitles 
were included," says Salpietra. "She 
shared how the earthquake affected 
her family, and in turn, how it af­
fected her. Students really connected 
to Wakana's message." 

Following the broadcast, students 
raised $400 in two hours dmin~ 
several lunch periods. Milk jugs that 

were fushioned for fund collection 
overflowed with bills and coins. 

"Wakana saw the money and 
started crying. She was so happy 
and Said, ~ericans are so gener­
ous,"' Salpietra says. Additional relief 
funds also were raised at another 
school event. 

Sutp'ising kindness 
Prior to the earthquake, Yoshida 

had been experiencing a quintessen­
tial taste of American life at North 
Meek. Active in a variety of clubs, 
Yoshida was one of 17 girls among 
more than 100 who qualified to be 
on the school dance team. 'Il'lps to 
various cities including Boston and 
New York marked her stay, as well as 
typical teenage activities such as go­
ing shopping, watching movies and 
attending two senior proms with 
friends. 

The effervescent teen arrived last 
summer knowing veiY Htt1e English, 
butbyChristmasshebegan, "dream­
ing of her Japanese friends, but in 
English." Yoshida acknowledged that 
she I1QW 'thinks in English; a hall­
mark that indicates the beginning 
rnastecy of a second language. 

After the earthquake hit, Yoshida 
witnessed America's penchant for 
compassion. While she said she 
knew American people were kind, 
she said, "I now know that they are 
really nice!" 

Throughout the traumatic events 
over the past few months, Yoshida 
demonstmted unwavering dignity .. 
"Wakana has handled herselfbeauti­
fully, with poise. She is really a great 
kid," says Bradley. While living the 
Rotary motto comes naturally to 
Bradley, she adds, "It took a 16-year­
old kid to show me what our motto 
really means." 

This weekend, Yoshida will gradu­
ate from North Meek. Before she re­
turns home to Japan, she will visit 
the western United States with other 
R<,>tary Youth International students 
from Brazil, Germany, Ecuador and 
other countries. 

Yoshida will ·retum home with 
many fond memories. 

"The exchange program has been 
wonderful," she . reflected Moved 
by the outpouring of support she 
has received from· strangers across 
Huntersville and beyond, she added, 
"IfAme•ica has an earthquake, I will 
help them." 


